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Readings of Dialogue in Alex Miller's The Ancestor Game
Abstract
Last night I was on the phone for an hour to a friend, talking at first about trivialities, including the
obligatory how-was-your-day question which initiated my enthusiastic comments on Edward Said's recent
book, Culture and Imperialism, that I had just been reading; ending the conversation in tension and
disagreements about, to me at least, unknown discrepancies which surprised me and scared my friend, or
so she said. Scared, perhaps, both because of my enthusiasm and the ideas to which I had been referring.
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----------------------------------------- Mette Jergensen

METIE J0RGENSEN

Readings of Dialogue in
Alex Miller's The Ancestor Game
Last night I was on the phone for an hour to a friend, talking at first about
trivialities, including the obligatory how-was-your-day question which
initiated my enthusiastic comments on Edward Said's recent book, Culture
and Imperialism, that I had just been reading; ending the conversation in
tension and disagreements about, to me at least, unknown discrepancies
which surprised me and scared my friend, or so she said. Scared, perhaps,
both because of my enthusiasm and the ideas to which I had been referring.
In Culture and Imperialism Said investigates the interdependence between
cultural forms and the historical experience of empire, suggesting an opening to the future with a focus not on the differences between culture and
imperialism, i.e., between the representations of culture and the political
context, but on the interdependence between the two. Said opposes the
traditional perspective on culture as apolitical images, occurring in a timeless vacuum free from attachment, inhibition and interest. He sets himself
the task of manifesting the cultural actuality by exemplifications of literary
texts (e.g., the British novel), thus establishing a discourse that carries an
inevitable interrelationship between the cultural and political (historical)
spheres: 'Culture and the aesthetic forms it contains derive from historical
experience, which in effect is one of the main subjects of this book.' 1 Also,
Said describes his book as 'an exile's book', belonging on both sides of the
imperial divide, which points to both the possible instability of identity,
and henceforth instability of nation, and to the hybridity of cultural forms
in their representation and analysis. From the position of that hybridity
'new alignments', that is, crossings and perspectives of unorthodox kinds,
are made possible.
But how?
Although Said's principal aim is to connect and not separate, he does
take his point of departure from a political point of view, whilst criticizing
literary scholars for their lack of interest and focus on the imperial
history's impact on literary forms: 'What I should like to note is that these
colonial and imperial realities are overlooked in criticism that has otherwise been extraordinarily thorough and resourceful in finding themes to
discuss.' 2 I have, then, to ask if Said himself does not fail to bridge the two
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spheres exactly by pointing to what he sees as flaws, maintaining within
his argumentation the divisions he is trying to connect? Now, that is not
meant as a misreading of intentions, rather as a possible reading of positional discourse. Is it at all possible to ensure a differentiation of dialogue
in order to produce the kind of reading that Said calls for, and which I, in
being a literary scholar, feel challenged - perhaps even compelled - to
attempt?
But how?
It could be that I set forth my text in a language that is neither restraining nor unintelligible, that I operate in the disguise of 'I', embracing both
my self and others, acknowledging the polyphonies of my idiosyncracies
and accepting both my separateness and interconnectedness, my loyalties
and disloyalties.
Last night on the phone, the conflict apparently arose from the intimacy
of thoughts that, in being close to questioning the certainty of a stable
identity, seemed to call for a defence:
Well, you're an intellectual, perhaps I just didn't understand,' my friend
said, signalling a difference in position which to some degree entails the
notion of 'them' and 'us'. 'Danes don't feel rootless like some of these
exiled people do; we have a long history, we belong,' she said.
I assumed that she viewed 'belonging' as more valuable than being rootless, perhaps in line with the romantic idea of the tragic splitting of the 'I'.
I, in turn, realized that I had failed to connect the layers of differences,
which was exactly what had fascinated me most about Said's book. On the
other hand, it doesn't mean that I, or we, had failed to operate in the
chronotope of in-between energies which allows communication between
simultaneous differences, because the situation inevitably had values
attached to it.3 Disagreeing is, as Said also would argue, an ineluctable
part of any dialogic relation of differences. Although, the question remains
whether I/we were aware of the context that determined those values,
whether the context was 'present' to me/ us?
Before continuing, I have to affirm that it is not my intention to overestimate the importance of this preface to the readings of dialogue in Alex
Miller's The Ancestor Ga.·ne. Being in preliminary dialogue with my self and
others (texts as well as persons) is perhaps normally an invisible part of
any response; in this specific case, though, I hope to make a point.4 Also,
'preliminary' and 'preface' are really not the right words, rather they are
elements of several instances of dialogue happening in simultaneity. That
is, I am placing my somewhat arbitrary readings in dialogue- very much
with the ideas of the Russian thinker Mikail Bakhtin in mind.
A central concern in Bakhtin's work is the principle of dialogue, which
has made it difficult to place his thinking within any specific area of
thought: 'A positive feature of our study is this: [it moves] in spheres that
are liminal, i.e., on the borders of all the aforementioned [linguistic, philological, literary] disciplines, at their junctures and points of intersection.' 5
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Despite the danger of simplification I must then, for reasons of clarification in this piece of writing, choose to present my selective, responsive
reading of the Bakhtinian study, not in order to define but to ceate a site
for discussion.
Bakhtin describes dialogue as at least a triad of self, other and the
relation between the two. That means that self and other are dialogic: an
utterance and a reply, and a relation between the two coordinates which
serves to differentiate each other. The important element here is the relation, because self and other can have no meaning in themselves. Since 'I'
can mean nothing in general, only on the level of a system, but not on the
level of performance, I must see myself from the outside, from the position
of the other. If we can perceive of our selves only in the categories of
otherness, in the sense that the time of self is always unfinished whereas
the time of the other is closed (relatively), then in order to know or to see,
we see our selves and the world in the finalizing categories of the other:
In other words, we see the world by authoring it, by making sense of it through the
activity of turning it into a text, by translating it into finalizing schemes that can
order its potential chaos - but only by paying the price of reducing the world's
variety and endlessness: novelness is the body of utterances that is least reductive
of variety.6

In this analysis, Bakhtin conceives of literary activity as of the self/other
relation; literature is a form of communication, of dialogue.
As with Hegel and Lukacs, Bakhtin regards the novel as connected to the
history of consciousness, but whereas both Hegel and the early Lukacs
place the novel at a late stage of consciousness - the unique self Bakhtin's dialogism assumes multiplicity and variety in higher degrees of
consciousness. In other words, Bakhtin's idea of dialogue is not in any
way similar to a I Iegelian or Lukacsian dialectic, which presumes a certain
synthesis of unity. Dialogism has no necessary end. Within its intertextuality the novel exemplifies the complexities of all relations, and in doing so
the novel reacts against the illusion of a static identity and truth. Also, in
literature the metaphor occurs as a particular form of transformation, the
ability to become other, so that the literary text demonstrates exactly the
paradox of its own constitution and incomplete otherness. Thus, authoring
as making sense of the world, as narrativity, is a process of oppositions,
of dialogue. It is a process with no original beginning and no absolute
end.
Alex Miller starts his novel The Ancestor Game with an end: a chapter
called 'Death of the Father', which begins with a reference to a past dialogue: two answers and two replies:
In a wintry field in Dorset less than a year ago, I enquired of my mother, You don't
want me to stay in England with you then? She, clipping her words as if she were
trying out a new set of shears on the privet, replied, No thank you dear. I waited
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a minute or two before venturing the merely dutiful alternative, You could come
out to Australia and live with me? Thank you dear, but I think not?

First of alt 'then' at the end of the first question clearly signals that this
is not the beginning of the dialogue- perhaps it began exactly with the
death of the father. Second, the present reference to 'less than a year ago',
despite the negation of both answers, suggests that this dialogue has not
yet ended - perhaps the mother's rejection took place even before the
father died. The uncertainty of the possible beginning and end of the dialogue furthermore emphasizes the separateness between the mother and
the T -apart from the very obvious contextual implications -strengthened by the spatial division between Dorset, England and Australia.
Both the interrupting dialogue, its pastness and yet unfinished diction
contradict the novelness of relatively closed beginnings and ends, and, at
the same time, both instances express a need for intelligible blocks of
finished stories - fixed realities. The oppositional process of dialogue is
present both in the actual dialogue and between the temporal position of
the 'I' of narrative time and of the 'I' of 'less than a year ago', but captured in a finalizing form: the text. Also, the spatial background of 'wintry
field' situates the whole event exactly in a frozen moment, where '[n]othing
else moved'; a moment which the 'I' realized (or realizes) was 'a moment
of decision', something the Chinese refer to 'as dangerous opportunities'
(p. 3). The opportunities are not in themselves dangerous, but a decision
necessarily requires a choice, which ultimately will evoke emotions of
'[i)ll-defined anxieties' (p. 3) because of the inherent responsibility of any
choice, i.e., of any authoring. Choices are responses and part of what
Bakhtin calls the event of being in the sense that being/ existence is an
activity of meaning and as such always in relation. In order for the 1' to
ask and be asked, and to respond, that is, participate in relations and produce meaning, the 'I' must provide the conditions for that addressivity,
otherwise the 'I' will cease to exist: die. The 'I' or self must answer in
order to exist and is responsible for the authoring of that answer: 'It is not
the content of a commitment that obliges me, but my signature beneath
it,'8 because the response necessarily will carry the subjectivity of that
particular and unique place of the 'I'.
The 'I' in The Ancestor Game is an English-Australian author, Steven, who
attempts to write the ancestral story of his Chinese-Australian friend,
Lang. During the process of writing different people, books, stories and
experiences come to fom1 a network of almost historical sources which
both unravels and unsettles what one could call the true story. The point
of view of each and every one of the different voices is determined by
their subjectivity, and as such in the context of the novel they are all
fictions.
The metafictional hints to this inconsistency of original sources occur
both in direct and indirect references in the novel: Steven has been reading
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a book by Victoria, the Australian daughter of the First Feng that carne to
Australia, Lang's great-grandfather: 'There were three hundred and two
pages' (pp. 44-45), which is the exact length of The Ancestor Game. Later,
Steven allows Lang to read his first draft of a few chapters (p. 99), again
equivalent to the names of chapters in The Ancestor Game. Finally, the last
page of the novel suggests that the story is really told by Gertrude, a
painter and friend of Lang, daughter of Lien's (Lang's mother) German
doctor. Doctor Spiess has written a diary which Gertrude in translation
has rewritten and made her own. In the gallery on the opening night of
her exhibition, Steven imagines Lang and Gertrude 'examining the uninhibited tryptich before them: a divided landscape waiting to be inhabited,
the principle characters withheld by her until this moment' (p. 302). And
this moment is the absolute last word of the novel. Steven is imagining this
scene with Lang and Gertrude while on his way to the gallery:
The traffic came to a stop completely. Nothing moved. l wasn't going to be there
with them for the precious bit of ritual at the beginning - the opening ceremony;
the moment when she would become fully visible to us in the presence of her
drawings. (p. 302)

Thus the novel ends with a beginning as it began with an end, but again
in a frozen moment where nothing moves, the fully visible presence of
which Steven cannot reach.
All through the process of writing Lang's story, Steven has been meditating on what he calls 'the impermeable face of present reality' (p. 150), and
he realizes that he needs facts and reference points from the outside in
order to locate his fiction within himself: 'My writing would have to contain the barrier. It would have to be the barrier itself (p. 151). The
presence of frozen moments can only exist as imagined moments, allowing
the multitude of fictions to give meaning to Lang's story, but always
determined by subjectivity.
On Lang's last childhood visit to his grandfather's house in Hangzhou
(the house of Lien's father), he is told the story of the First Feng by a blind
storyteller, who possesses the ability to jettison temporal and spatial closure, 'for, being blind to the obstruction of material objects, the features of
present reality did not impede his view' (p. 213). This ability is described
as 'a power greater than memory', but the blindness doesn't validate: 'a
woodenness and a stillness in him like a presence. He was elsewhere. He
was absent,' which terrifies the young Lang, because he does not understand the meaning of the story unless he penetrates that stillness of presence. It is 'as if every moment that has ever been continues to exist somewhere,
enriched by subsequent events' (p. 238). On the other hand, as doctor Spiess
points out, the blind storyteller 'doesn't deal in meanings[ ... ] It's up to us,
dearest boy, to interpret the story for ourselves' (p. 260). Doing that, the
story of course loses its stillness of presence, because interpretations or
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readings involve the oppositional forces of dialogue which is exactly the
force of narrativity. Spiess continues to reassure Lang that art is 'our
dispute with present reality [.. .] Art belongs to no nation. Art is the displaced' (p. 260).
To return to Steven's realization that his writing has to be the barrier
itself, the necessity of using outside reference points in order to locate the
fiction within himself, this happens on two levels. First, by telling the
story of Lang, Steven is trying to understand his own story- which is the
beginning of the novel- i.e., he tells his own story in the face of another.
He describes his position as that of a parasite who 'goes ahead blindly, not
accountable to verifiable facts but to feelings and intuitions; accountable
not to an objective reality at all, but to a subjective one' (p. 100). Having
to see himself in the relatively closed form of another, the seeing inevitably includes the subjectivity of that process. Second, he adopts the
worksite where Victoria wrote her book, Winter Visitor: the gazebo in the
garden of Lang's house, which Lang inherited from Victoria. Steven
thereby comes to inhabit the landscape of Victoria (p. 101) twice over,
because he was himself a winter visitor in Dorset less than a year ago.
This, again, he considers to be 'by the homing intuitions of a true parasite'
(p. 153), 'one who eats at the table of another' (p. 154). In terms of dialogue this means that his existence is shared; he has to eat at the table of
another in order to exist at all.
Lang explains to Steven that the gazebo originally was situated on the
roof of the house and used to watch out for the enemy, but gradually it
was discovered that the gazebo also supplied an indispensable site for
solitary contemplation and was finally placed in the garden a little distance from the house of family relations. And Lang concludes, 'this retreat
from worldly responsibilities and from the family was the beginning of the
literary arts [... ] The gazebo isn't an English summerhouse, Steven, for
people to take afternoon tea in. It's the entrance to the other-world [...]
Westerners [... ] think the distinction between fact and fiction is selfevident' (p. 157-8).
The quality of both the outsidedness and the interior reflection that
Steven is trying to incorporate in his writing, is exactly what he finds in
the gazebo where the outside becomes its inside: the view of the outside
world from the location of within, or perhaps rather the flickering interaction between the two.
This flickering interaction is part of the game. The writing of stories is
a game. It is a game between Lang and Steven: 'pleased now that Lang
was not at home and grateful to have achieved a respite from him and
from the exhausting manoeuvrings of the game' (p. 153). It is the ancestor
game which Lang as a child invents, when his mother leaves him to go to
the ancestral shrine with her father. The ancestral part of the game lies in
the structure of the whole novel, being in dialogue with ancestral origins
and the sense of belonging, whereas the game in a pure form is more like
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the untroubled, imaginary playing of a child. In tracing a sense of ourselves we are inevitably led back to childhood.
When the mother leaves Lang behind, Lang is excluded from the affiliation his mother has with the ancestors, which consequently disconnects
him from the uniqueness of their relationship: 'Travelling, he and his
mother had belonged to each other, and to themselves' (p. 193). The
mother's visit to the ancestral shrine paradoxically releases Lang from his
origin: 'They've stolen your name' (p. 191), but as the old servant says:
One cannot claim to have lost until one has ceased to fight. In order to succeed, it
is simply necessary to survive one's failures. No one [...) can predict the future with
certainty [... ) We all lose. That is not the point. (p. 211-12)

A final comment on the concept of dialogism presents itself in one of the
characters, Dorset, bringing us back both to the first line of the novel and
the beginning of this analysis, and to my initial discussion of Said's call
for renewed literary readings. In the context of the novel's fictions, Dorset
appears as a metaphorical figure of dialogue. He comes to inhabit the
oppositional paradox of historical experience and subjective interpretation
of signs.
Dorset is a shepherd friend of the First Feng, an aboriginal who was
shipped to England at an early age, returning to Australia with 'therefined accents of an aristocrat' (p. 221), wearing a 'hunting pink riding coat'
(p. 220). Having truly adopted the freedom from origin of the new society,
he loses his ancestral links: 'in the text of his motherland he was illiterate'
(p. 227), but with the occurrence of an event which generates uncertainty
and paranoia, the settlers cannot perceive of him as they perceive of them·
selves. 'Some event had threatened their species and had stirred within
them the latent memory of ancestral bonds, and, in becoming the familiars
of each other, they had become strangers to him' (p. 225). A white man
has been killed, and when Dorset doesn't succeed in the search for the
murderer - not knowing how to read the signs - he is killed, accused of
conspiracy. The bonds of a common ancestral imperative are at odds with
the judgement of the individual. The sense of belonging, in being an
essential part of the production of meaning of self, inevitably rejects an
isolation of self, yet simultaneously the self cannot avoid its unique and
particular placement as one among others.
Dorset's friends, the Chinese-Australian Feng and the Irish-Australian
Patrick, attempt to bury his body right where they find him, but they fail
because instead of a grave the earth reveals a plentitude of gold, on which
they later build their future fortune. After months of digging, they leave,
taking with them bags of gold and the remnants of Dorset's body: his
skull and the buttons of his coat. From that day on Feng keeps the relics
in a box and guards them as passionately as Huang, Lang's grandfather,
guards the book of ancestors and the cosmic mirror of the Huangs.
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So, once again the metafictional reflections in the novel appear in the
cross-references of its own fictions: 'The unravelling of his own [Lang's]
destiny, he had been warned, was to lie with the fiction of the skull'
(p.237) of Dorset. The grotesque collage of Dorset's story; the ambivalence
of the character of Dorset, Lang's inheritance of Dorset's skull, Steven's
winter visit to Dorset, thus designates a variety of the dialogic practice.
Dorset as a metaphorical figure of dialogue as that of the grotesque avoids
precisely the closed form of tragedy. This is perhaps where the Australianness of the novel emerges:
The part of him I'd not taken seriously was his foreignness, the possibility that he
might really be a peregrinum, a stranger among us [...] In seeking to confirm my
own unclear sense of Australianness, what I'd never considered was the chance that
Lang might not see himself as an Australian at all. (p. 296)

In Steven's fictionalization of the relation between Lang and doctor Spiess,
Australia is precisely described as 'a kind of phantom country lying invisibly somewhere between the West and the East. You may find a few of
your own displaced and hybrid kin to welcome you' (p. 260). And in his
imagining of Lang and Gertrude in the gallery, Steven remembers a sentence from Gertrude's fictionalization of her father diary: 'For certain people
exile is the only tolerable condition' (p. 302).
When Alex Miller visited Denmark in December, 1993, he told me of a
Chinese Ph.D. student who had commented that what The Ancestor Game
so precisely conveys is not the cultural differences between China and
Australia, but the small, seemingly insignificant differences that breed
misunderstandings; the differences we go to war over. Differences that we
might not even be aware of. It follows that in the context of my readings
of dialogue in The Ancestor Game, I must accept the impossibility of categorization, exactly because of those seemingly insignificant differences.
The novel resists categories, because, as the title of Alex Miller's article in
this issue implies, the novel is endlessly chasing its own tale in numerous
intertwined and oppositional circles.
'Anyway, we can't solve the problems of the world,' my friend said last
night, finishing the conversation. Both the closure and my acceptance of
it scared me. 'Good night' was all I could think of saying, hoping all the
same that she wasn't right, hoping that next time we would not be scared
of the uncertainty of differences.

NOTES
I. Edward W. Said, Culture and lmperialrsm (London: Vintage, 1994), p. xxiv.
2. Said, p. 76.
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3. The term chronotope is adopted from 'Fonns of time and of the chronotope in the
novel' in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed. Michael
Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1981).
4. As Graham Pechey points out in 'On the borders of Bahktin': "'Dialogue" sustains
the myth of monologue as pure non-interruption even as it contains the potential
to deconstruct that besetting opposition. Bahktin realises this potential by reversing
the hierarchical opposition of dialogue and monologue, giving primacy to the
former rather than the latter in a move that parallels Derrida's refunctioning of
"writing": dialogism is his term for dialogue's primacy and ubiquity in discourse'
in Bahktin and cultural theory, ed. Ken Hirschkop and David Shepherd (Manchester
University Press, 1989), p . 47. Derrida discusses the concept of 'writing' in 'Signature Event Context' in Margins of Philosophy, trans. by Alan Bass (The University of
Chicago Press, 1982).
5. Mikail Bakhtin, Estetikn, quoted in translation in Michael Holquist, Dialogism. Bakhtin
and his world (London and N.Y.: Routledge, 1990), p. 14.
6. Michael Holquist, Dialogism. Bakhtin and his world (London and N.Y.: Routledge,
1990), p. 84.
7. Alex Miller, The Ancestor Game (Penguin Books Australia, 1992), p. 3. In the following page references in parenthesis will be referring to this edition.
8. Mikail Bakhtin, Toward a philosophy of the deed, quoted in translation in Michael
Holquist, Dialogism. Bakhtin and his world (London and N.Y.: Routledge, 1990),
p. 167.

